VIII
BYZANTINE LITERATURE
byzantine literature as a whole is not a great literature; few
would study it for pleasure unless they were already inter-
ested in the culture of the East Roman Empire. Yet as a
mirror of Byzantine civilization this literature can claim per-
manent significance. It is not on purely aesthetic or literary
standards that it must be judged; in form and in language
the works may be traditional, but the men who wrote them
are representative of the vigorous life which sustained the
Empire and it is they whom the reader seeks to know through
the traditional medium. The Byzantine writers can never
forget that they are the heirs of a great past which has created
the literary moulds to which they must to the best of their
ability loyally adhere. The form is determined: it is the task
of a sympathetic scholarship to recover the individuality of
the writer as it is expressed through that inherited form.
Throughout the long history of Byzantine literature there
is continuity; here there is no break with the ancient world
as there is in western Europe. But in that continuous history
it is possible to distinguish certain periods which have their
own characteristic features. And the first of these is clearly
marked: it stretches from the early years of the fourth
century to the beginning of the seventh century—from the
reign of Constantine the Great to that of the Emperor
Heraclius. It is essentially the period of transition from the
culture of the ancient world to the distinctively Christian
civilization of the Byzantine Empire, This period saw the
decline and extinction of pagan literature, while in nearly
every sphere of literary composition it created the new forms
which were to serve as models for later Christian writers.
Thus the literature of these centuries can naturally be con-
sidered from two very different standpoints. The student of
classical literature regards it as the melancholy close of a
glorious achievement: he stands at the patient's death-bed;
to the historian of Christian literature the fourth and fifth
centuries will appear as the climax of the patristic age, the
period when the Church entered into and in large measure

